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Abstract 
 
Research on the internationalisation of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has received 
increasing attention in recent years due to the important role they play in today’s economic 
environment. Internationalisation prompting, or awareness, is an already recognised phase of the 
innovation-related stages model (I-model). This phase of awareness is closely related to the 
international exposure that a firm may experience during the occasion when it realises its 
competitors are already internationalising. Although the literature has discussed the various 
forms in which international exposure may happen, there has been limited attention given to the 
extent of its effect on the internationalisation of clustered SMEs that behave according to the I-
Model.  This study will assess the applicability of the I-Model in a dynamic, competitive and co-
operative setting of an industrial cluster. It also evaluates the impact (if any) of international 
exposure derived from networks and the mimetic pressure that these firms may experience due 
to their embeddedness in an industrial cluster. Results from this study will indicate the 
effectiveness of the improved adapted model that will provide a richer insight for both academic 
researchers and policy makers. 
 
Introduction 
 
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a substantial role in a country’s economy. They 
contribute to an average of 60% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and to about 97% of a 
country’s employment (World Bank, 2011). It is therefore crucial for SMEs to pursue success in 
international markets, especially in the case of limited domestic market opportunities (Coviello & 
Munro, 1995; Hill, Cronk, & Wickramasekera, 2014). Notably, internationalisation expands 
markets, increases scales of production, develops management practices, adds in terms of 
diversification and adaptation (Hill et al., 2014). However, SMEs still account for a very minor 
share of many countries’ export intensity (Ayyagari, Beck, & Demirgüç-Kunt, 2003; World Bank, 
2011). 
Much has been discussed about the prompters of firms’ internationalisation in terms of trial and 
engagement in the global market (Beers & Panne, 2009; Cassiman & Golovko, 2010; Cerrato & 
Piva, 2010; Hobdari, Gregoric, & Sinani, 2009). There is evidence to suggest that some 
companies follow a sequential and incremental paths towards internationalisation (Johanson & 
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Vahlne, 1977). Psychic distance - factors that facilitate flow of information between markets such 
as language, habit - is an important influence of this process (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). The 
literature also highlights the role of networks in the internationalisation of firms for two core 
reasons; markets are networks of relationships and these relationships offer potential for learning 
and for building trust and commitment, and they are seen as preconditions for 
internationalisation (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Yet, very little is known about the motivation 
behind firms that behave according to the stages model when they are strongly influenced by 
exposure to networks due to their location within an industrial cluster. The main purpose of this 
research is to develop an improved model to identify whether international exposure, both from 
network relations and mimetic pressure, would affect the internationalisation knowledge and the 
process of internationalisation of SMEs co-located within industrial clusters.  The basic 
conceptual model can be found in figure 1. This paper is presented according to the following 
structure: a brief introduction of the literature in relation to hypotheses development; discussion 
of the methodology design, and the final conclusion will highlight the potential benefits of this 
study as well as consider theoretical and practical contributions. 
 
 
Figure 1 – Conceptual Model 
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Literature Review 
 
International Exposure (IE) occurs when the management team of a company comes across 
international knowledge either through its partners’ experience or through its embeddedness in a 
network (Fernhaber & Li, 2013). These networks are basically relations, or interactions, among 
people and businesses that rely on the exchange of information, knowledge, and resources. 
Geographic agglomeration such as the one in industrial clusters is perceived to foster these 
network ties, and therefore, the characterisation of this study is based on the cohesion of social 
groups as proposed in Wasserman and Faust (1994). This research will focus on the viewpoint 
that clusters are concentrations of companies of a particular field and of other supporting 
industries in a given territory (Porter, 1988). This definition of cluster encompasses relations 
between firms and their suppliers, customers, govern entities, machinery services and other 
players in the same industry.  
Firms located within industrial clusters are embedded in a variety of relations with other co-
located firms. These relationships and interactions are potentially influential towards a firm’s 
international exposure, especially in terms of raising awareness of market opportunities in other 
countries, which could result from both a manager’s personal relations as well as a firm’s  
professional relations (Fernhaber & Li, 2013). Embeddedness in networks gives the top 
management team of a firm unique access to information (Rocha, Kury, & Monteiro, 2009) and 
to knowledge not bound by training or to previous experience, that is, non-experiential 
knowledge (Casillas, Barbero, & Sapienza, 2015). A firm may also be influenced into imitating 
other firms when it is exposed to the different operations and activities among cluster members 
(Li & Ding, 2013), and in this case, it could be pressured to adopt an internationalisation strategy 
if other firms within the cluster have already done so. 
International exposure may occur either through network ties or could simply be the result of 
isomorphism pressure that is present within cluster dynamics. Therefore, firms are likely to raise 
awareness as well as to acquire more information and knowledge of opportunities overseas 
because of their levels of involvement with other firms. The proposed model will account for 
cluster dynamics aspects that are important in explaining the internationalisation of SMEs 
located in emergent countries. It answers the following research question: 
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“To what extent does international exposure from intra-cluster dynamics, such as 
network ties and mimetic pressure, affect the internationalisation knowledge and the 
process of internationalisation of SMEs embedded in industrial clusters?” 
 
Internationalisation of SMEs 
Internationalisation of SMEs is a complex process that comprises the discovery of opportunities, 
interest and engagement in the transition of a domestic-oriented firm that attends only to its 
home market to an international-oriented firm that attends to overseas markets as well. This 
process involves decision making by managers, and sometimes, the deployment of resources for 
preparation and adaptation to overseas markets may be necessary (Calof & Beamish, 1995). 
According to the Innovation Diffusion model of internationalisation (I-Model) this engagement 
develops through incremental stages (Bilkey & Tesar, 1977).  The prescribed number of stages 
and phases the firms go through varies within the literature (Welch & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 
2014) depending on the perception of different internal and external stimuli that a firm may be 
exposed to through its daily operations. Although the seminal works on the I-model are dated, 
its application is still recognised within specific contexts (Rocha et al., 2009), especially in the 
case of SMEs, and numerous researchers have re-visited the model from time to time (for 
example, Freeman, 2002; Lim, Sharkey, & Kim, 1991; Rocha et al., 2009; Spowart & 
Wickramasekera, 2012; Welch & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2014; Wickramasekera & Oczkowski, 
2006). 
For the purposes of this study, a synthesised and adapted innovation diffusion model is 
developed that encompasses 4 stages of internationalisation development, namely:  Awareness, 
Interest, Experimental and Adoption. The proposed model is expected to account for firms that 
are embedded in network relations derived through cluster effect. The model also caters for the 
possibility of rejection or de-internationalisation for firms which, for example, face diverse 
barriers along their path towards internationalisation development. Furthermore, the possibility 
of speeding up the internationalisation process is also considered in order to overcome the 
deterministic nature of other theoretical models and it includes the possibility of explaining the 
born global phenomenon. 
 
Hypothesis 1 
Clustered SMEs from emerging countries perform their internationalisation according 
to the adapted and proposed innovation-related stages model. 
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Internationalisation Knowledge 
Knowledge has often been noted as arguably the most important asset of a firm’s long-term 
success (Mejri & Umemoto, 2010). Internationalisation knowledge, more specifically, is defined 
as “the knowledge that enables the organizations to expand activities across national borders” 
(Pedersen, Petersen, & Sharma, 2003). Internationalisation knowledge has been highlighted by 
various authors as being essential towards supporting the successful internationalisation of 
smaller firms (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, 1990, 2006, 2009; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). 
Experiential knowledge of a firm’s managers has been noted by Bilkey and Tesar (Bilkey & 
Tesar, 1977) to play an important role during stage three of internationalisation (exploring the 
feasibility of overseas markets), according to their version of the I-Model.  The Uppsala model 
(U-Model) also considers a corresponding assumption, that a firm’s incremental knowledge of 
markets would lead to its increase in internationalisation commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977). However, recent revisions of the U-Model have called for greater attention towards other 
forms of internationalisation knowledge acquisition (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). For example, 
network partners may play an influential role in the internationalisation knowledge diffusion 
within a network set (De Clercq, Sapienza, Yavuz, & Zhou, 2012), such as the ones found in 
industrial clusters. Vicarious learning is perceived as a cost-effective solution of knowledge 
acquisition as it acts as a surrogate answer to search (another learning process that consists of 
seeking explicit information to be applied). Also, vicarious learning may happen in a variety of 
forms such as modelling, joint experimentation, advice seeking, role playing, stimulating, and 
benchmarking (Levitt & March, 1988; Popper & Lipshitz, 1992).  As such, special interest may 
arise as a result of general internationalisation knowledge transmission by means of the 
innovation diffusion within a network set, and this has potential benefits for a firm’s 
internationalisation. 
 
Networks 
Three streams of networking research are considered important for this study: the network 
perspective of internationalisation, the social networks in which managers are involved in and 
the inter-firm networks in which businesses take part. These streams will be approached jointly 
from a universal perspective as they all contribute to the internationalisation knowledge diffusion 
within an industrial cluster in the following ways. First, the network perspective of 
internationalisation addresses relationship as the key concept for engaging in exports 
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(Håkansson, 1982; Johanson & Mattsson, 1987). Next, firms in a network are exposed to a 
diversity of knowledge which may foster innovation (Mohannak, 2007; Moller et al., 2005) and 
opportunities for development in the foreign markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 2006). The location 
within an industrial cluster has also been associated with the diffusion of knowledge (Becchetti & 
Rossi, 2000; Belso-Martínez, 2006; Shao, Chen, & Cheng, 2008).  This diffusion, also labelled as 
knowledge spill-over, may occur as a result of established network ties rather than simply due to 
the co-location (Belso-Martínez, 2006; Molina-morales, García-villaverde, & Parra-requena, 
2014).  And finally, the social networks concept is adapted from the social exchange theory 
(SET), the perspective that  all “interactions between persons is an exchange of goods, material 
and non-material” (Homans, 1958, p. 597), which characterises the basic assumption of SET, 
that is, subjects may start and maintain their relationships due to a reward expectation (Blau, 
1964; Homans, 1958). These rewards may include both tangibles, such as goods, services, 
money, and also intangibles, such as social amenities or friendship (Lambe, Wittman, & 
Spekman, 2001). From the perspective of this study, these rewards are equivalent to the 
information that leads to international exposure and, consequently, internationalisation 
knowledge and firm internationalisation.  
 
Hypothesis 2 
International Exposure from networks affects the internationalisation Knowledge of 
clustered SMEs from emerging countries 
Hypothesis 3 
International Exposure from network affects the internationalisation process of 
clustered SMEs from emerging countries 
Hypothesis 4 
Internationalisation Knowledge mediates the relation between international exposure 
from networks and the internationalisation knowledge of clustered SMEs from 
emerging countries. 
Hypothesis 5 
Internationalisation Knowledge mediates the relation between international exposure 
from networks and the process of internationalisation of clustered SMEs from 
emerging countries. 
 
 
Mimetic Pressure 
The underlying rationale for imitation among firms may range from the risk of non-compliance 
with the development of other firms, to the need of keeping up with competition, and/or to the 
need of seeking more information ahead of an activity being modelled (Li & Ding, 2013; 
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Lieberman & Asaba, 2006). Furthermore, imitations occur when the firms are configured in 
terms of structural equivalence, that is, when two firms that perform the same role within an 
industrial cluster may establish almost the same ties with their suppliers and buyers even though 
they are not directly connected (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 
However, two stages precede the imitation among firms: an input and the pressure for imitation, 
or mimetic pressure. This study assumes that this input is the international exposure that arises 
when firms get to know that other co-located firms in a similar sector have derived income 
through internationalisation. As stated previously, it is possible that this exposure may increase 
due to co-location in an industrial cluster setting. When international exposure exists within a 
setting and there is an interest from the firms, it is believed that there would be an urge for the 
firms to overcome uncertainty by mimicking other organisations that are perceived to be more 
successful in the industry or within the cluster (Nikolaeva, 2014). This urge is known as mimetic 
pressure. Therefore, this study hypothesises that international exposure from mimetic pressure 
affects both the internationalisation knowledge and the process of internationalisation of the 
firm.  
 
Hypothesis 6 
International Exposure from mimetic pressure affects the internationalisation 
Knowledge of clustered SMEs from emerging countries 
Hypothesis 7 
International Exposure from mimetic pressure affects the internationalisation process 
of clustered SMEs from emerging countries 
Hypothesis 8 
Internationalisation Knowledge mediates the relation between international exposure 
from mimetic pressure and the internationalisation knowledge of clustered SMEs from 
emerging countries. 
Hypothesis 9 
Internationalisation Knowledge mediates the relation between international exposure 
from mimetic and the process of internationalisation of clustered SMEs from emerging 
countries. 
 
 
Methodology 
The methodological approach taken in this study is a quantitative methodology given the 
explanatory nature of the research questions and objectives of assessing data from naturalistic 
settings (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). A survey will be conducted to assess if the surveyed 
Brazilian firms that are located inside the Nova Friburgo industrial cluster are internationalised, 
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the stage of development in which they are (including null stage), their level of international 
exposure from networking, and their level of international exposure from mimetic pressure.  The 
survey will also address if the firms have received and benefited from knowledge about 
internationalisation.  
 
Conclusion 
The current study proposes an internationalisation model improvement for SMEs that combines 
the innovation-related stages model of internationalisation, the international exposure concept, 
networks practices, and isomorphism practices in a setting where firms are embedded in an 
industrial cluster.  
The expected contribution of this study include the further development of the 
internationalisation theory by proposing a synthesised and adapted innovation diffusion model. 
The study will assess to what extent does the international exposure from both network ties and 
mimetic pressure affect the internationalisation of clustered SMEs in emerging countries that are 
recognised for having limited resources while lacking consistent government policies towards the 
promotion of foreign trade. In addition, the study considers the extent to which international 
exposure may affect the internationalisation knowledge of clustered SMEs, and consequently, 
their internationalisation commencement and strategy. 
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